Although perinatal transmission is considered to be a major risk factor for HBV infection in this country, horizontal transmission during childhood is also important and probably occurs through close contact with other HBV infected family members or schoolmates. The crucial importance of HBV infection at such an early age is that it increases the likelihood of chronic infection and associated chronic liver disease. It also makes treatment more difficult, with poor responses to interferon, and increases the risk of developing hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) in later adult life.
Hepatocellular carcinoma There is a high incidence of HCC in China compared with some other parts of the world and HBsAg positivity has been identified as the most important associated factor.5 In a study carried out in Guangzhou in 1985, 87% of patients with HCC were found to be HBsAg positive.5 Chronic carriers of HBsAg should therefore be screened regularly by ultrasonography and serum ot fetoprotein testing, which has been shown to increase the possibility of early detection, early treatment, and therefore increased survival time.
Vaccination strategy Although there have been no significant changes in overall HBV infection and HBsAg carrier rates during the 10 years since initiation of vaccination programmes for all newborns in a number of cities, decreasing HBsAg positivity rates have been seen among the lower age groups. As reported earlier, the HBsAg carrier rate in children under 1 year of age fell from 5*1% to 3-1% in Beijing.2 Even better results were reported for Shanghai, with a decrease from 9.3% to 0.9% (G B Yao, personal communication), and similar results were reported for Guangzhou (J L Yao, unpublished data).
In view of the importance of both perinatal and horizontal transmission of HBV, a nationwide hepatitis B immunisation programme for 
